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into a coal-strike affecting 250,000 men. Pleading the depressed
condition of their trade, the owners sought to reduce wages and the
men resisted in Yorkshire, Lancashire and the Midlands, There was
great bitterness and some rioting. At Featherstone, near Pontefract,
the strikers attacked a colliery, and when the police were overpowered
the local authority sent for a small body of troops from York, which
found itself compelled to open fire with the result that two men
were killed. Upon this Asquith, the Home Secretary, whose re-
sponsibility was the strictly limited one of not having vetoed the
appeal of the local authority for the help of troops, was assailed as
a " murderer " and enemy of the workers, and for years later this
charge was repeated on Labour platforms. He defended himself
with complete success in the House of Commons (Sept. 20, 1893)
and proved to the satisfaction of the House that no Home Secretary
could have acted otherwise in the position in which he was placed.
A Committee of Inquiry, presided over by Lord Bowen, reported
subsequently that the troops and the officer commanding them had
done nothing but what was their strict duty. A few weeks later
Rosebery succeeded in arranging terms of peace at a Conference
over which he presided at the Foreign Office, and earned great and
just applause for his skill and tact as a negotiator.
Mr. Gladstone was now in his eighty-fifth year. For the last
seven years he had lived wholly for the Irish question, and if he
were denied the opportunity of a last great fight on the open heath
for that, he had little else in prospect. Eyes and ears were no better,
and in the course of nature improvement could hardly be expected.
His colleagues begged him to remain with them, and for some months
longer he hesitated. In February, 1894, he went to Biarritz to think
things over, and ambiguous statements about his intentions appeared
in the London press. By this time there was trouble in the Cabinet
about the naval estimates, which proposed an increase of 4^ millions
for the coming year. Lord Spencer, the First Lord of the Admiralty,
a strong Liberal and a man of peace, thought this addition die minimum
necessary for national safety, and, in die state of Europe as it was
at this time, it was difficult to gainsay him. In the end he carried
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